carriers to steam to the rescue of the Midway garrison, leaving behind slower support ships. At Midway, the American carriers would then be ambushed by a third Japanese fleet of battleships. Outnumbering the Americans, Yamamoto expected to blast the American fleet out of the water.
Unfortunately for the Japanese, US Admiral Nimitz had access to decoded Japanese messages and was not fooled by Yamamoto. Consequently, he sent all available US carriers, including the Yorktown, to await the Japanese at Midway. He planned to destroy the Japanese decoy carriers before Yamamoto's main battle force arrived. On June 4, US torpedo bombers located the Japanese carriers at Midway. Planes and guns protecting the Japanese carriers were trained at the low-flying US torpedo planes, luck intervened. squadron of US bombers caught sight of the Japanese carriers and swooped down unopposed from 19,000 feet. In five fiery minutes they sank three of the four enemy carriers and their planes which were being refueled. (The fourth carrier was found and sunk later the next day.) The Japanese navy had temporarily lost its sword arm.
After a crushing defeat at Midway, the Japanese desperately needed to regain the upper hand. Although the struggle for the Solomon Islands, northeast of Australia, lasted seven months, its result was no less destructive. In August 1942, US marines landed on Guadalcanal in the Solomons to prevent Japanese occupiers from building an airfield. If completed, the airfield could have been used to launch attacks against the US and Australian shipping. The 12,000 marines drove the Japanese into the jungles around the airstrip which the marines called Henderson Field. This maneuver led to a major land, air, and sea struggle. Time after time, the Japanese ferried invasion forces down the narrow waters between the two chains of the Solomons to attack Guadalcanal. Each time, they were beaten back by US ships, planes, and troops. Finally, on February 7, 1943, the Imperial Navy admitted defeat and pulled out the last of the Japanese Guadalcanal defenders. Japanese naval, aircraft as well as troop losses had been larger than those of the United States and far more difficult to replace. The tide in the Pacific had definitely turned in favor of the United States.
Offensive in the Pacific
With Japan on the defensive, US planners decided to adopt a two-pronged strategy for the American offensive. General MacArthur would command the land attack on the Japanese Home Islands from the southwest. He would come by way of New Guinea and the Philippines. This strategy would allow him to keep the "I shall return" promise, given when he was ordered to leave the Philippines early in 1942, and to rescue the Americans left behind who were captured, imprisoned, and grossly mistreated by the Japanese. Meanwhile, Admiral Nimitz would oversee a naval advance on Japan from the east through the open waters of the Central Pacific. Here the United States could exploit its growing fleet of fast carriers to support amphibious (sea-land) troop attacks. Americans evolved a tactic to defeat Japan's system of interlocking navy and air bases. The United States would simply "leapfrog" around strongly held enemy islands. The bypassed base would thereby be cut off from its source of supplies and left to "wither on the vine." In this way American forces were able to advance on two fronts. Meanwhile, a US submarine blockade and aerial bombardment of the Home Islands reduced the Japanese ability to wage war.
Marines raising flag at Iwo Jima February 23, 1945
In October 1944, American forces began to drive the Japanese out of the Philippines. There they found that US prisoners left behind in the 1942 defeat had been grossly mistreated by their Japanese jailers. In February 1945, US Marines landed in Iwo Jima. The US needed Iwo Jima, 750 miles from Tokyo, as a refueling airfield for bomber raids on Japan. In the bloody battle that followed, nearly all of the Japanese defenders chose to fight to the death rather than surrender; the only prisoners taken were soldiers too weak to fight or commit suicide. Twenty-thousand US Marines were killed or wounded in trying to dislodge the stubborn enemy from their underground bunkers. The US victory at Iwo Jima was commemorated by the magnificent photograph of US Marines raising the American flag over the island.
On April 1, US Marines and Army units stormed ashore on Okinawa, the last of a series of stepping-stones to Japan. It took three months for the US to conquer this island. While the Japanese fought for every foot of Okinawa, the United States sank what was left of the Japanese navy. Over 280 US ships were damaged or sunk, however, in air raids. The most effective weapons the Japanese used were 3,500 planes loaded with explosives and captained by suicide (Kamikaze) pilots.
High-altitude bombing of Japan began in November 1944. Missions were flown at night in order to assure the safety of the bombers. Because of the distance and the darkness, these raids were not very successful. Then in May 1945, General Curtis LeMay changed the whole nature of air raids against Japan. Without bothering to get permission from his superiors, he ordered his bomber crews to fly their missions by night and close to the ground. Attacking with incendiary (fire-producing) bombs, this first low-level raid burned 16 square miles of Tokyo. It killed 88,000 and left 250,000 homeless. US Army Air Corps generals in Washington were pleased with the results of this raid and made plans for more to come. Eventually, US air raids destroyed forty percent of the built up area of 66 Japanese cities.
Defense of the Homeland
After Okinawa, the Japanese prepared to defend their homeland. Japanese planners lacked sufficient planes to prevent bombing raids, adequate ships to intercept an invasion fleet, and enough soldiers to defeat the Americans once they landed. Nevertheless, they designed a defense plan with three stages:
The Japanese population suffered from shortages of rice and other food. Even the potatoes planted to improve their meager diet were to make aviation gasoline.
To bolster their armed force, the Japanese drafted 15-year-old boys; these teenagers served in local defense units with men old enough to be their grandfathers. Only one in ten soldiers had a gun, and many of these weapons were of an ancient, muzzle-loading design. Civilians were asked to cut bamboo and fashion spears to attack heavily-armed US invaders. Weakened by hunger, these boys and old men could barely knock over straw puppets when they trained with their sharpened bamboo poles.
Japan's economic life was grinding to a halt in the spring of 1945. Japan lacked coal and iron as well as any reliable means of transportation. Production of ships and planes practically ceased altogether. The aircraft that the Home Islands possessed were no match for superior American fighters, and Japanese airfields were often virtually unprotected from American bombers.
Japan depended completely on the outside world for the food, raw materials, and fuel needed to continue the war and feed its population. The US Navy had all but blockaded Japan, sealing it off from sources of supplies. Meanwhile, five million Japanese soldiers in other parts of Asia had no way of returning to defend the Home Islands.
The Movement to End the War
Many Japanese citizens must have suspected that their country had little chance in the face of the coming American invasion. Even the most peace-loving, however, did not dare to speak out against the war. Spies and informers reported defeatist talk to the authorities. In the highest circles of government, no one openly argued that Japan ought to accept the Allied demand for unconditional surrender. Assassinations had long been used by those in power against political opponents and had succeeded in silencing them.
Still, there were many high-ranking opponents of the war. They had a strong sponsor in Emperor Hirohito. Although removed from the day-to-day decision-making process of government, the Emperor was able to work behind the scenes. Through court officials, he was able to investigate the true state of Japan's war effort. After consulting privately with a group of former prime ministers, the Emperor became convinced that he himself had to intervene to end the Japanese people's unnecessary suffering.
The Emperor used his court and political privileges to help develop a peace plan. The peace faction would talk with diplomats from the neutral USSR. Perhaps the USSR could be persuaded to enter the war on Japan's side. If that failed, the Soviets could be asked to arrange an honorable peace with the United States on some other terms than unconditional surrender.
Arguments About Using the Bomb
Not all the scientists who assisted in making the atomic bomb wanted to see it used. The faction opposed to dropping the bomb on a Japanese city was led by two scientists, James Franck and Leo Szilard. At the time they joined the Manhattan Project, Franck and Szilard thought the Germans were working on a similar project and might be the first to devise a workable atomic bomb. The German attempt to produce nuclear weapons failed completely. What was left of this effort fell into Allied hands in May 1945 with Germany's surrender.
As President Harry Truman began the process of deciding whether to use the bomb against Japan, he appointed an Interim Committee to advise him. It was made up of various military officers, scientists, and state department officials connected with the project. Almost from the beginning, committee members seemed to lean toward using the bomb against a Japanese city. They argued that large civilian casualties were already being produced by conventional air raids. Voter war-weariness, bloodshed from an anticipated Japan invasion (official estimates were for 500,000 US casualties), and potential post-war problems with the Soviets were also mentioned as reasons to drop the bomb on a Japanese city.
Franck and Szilard issued their own report ahead of the Interim Committee. It read in part:
The 
Japan Seeks a Negotiated End to the War
While American decision-makers were debating, the movement for peace at the highest level of the Japanese government was growing stronger. Japan's Supreme Council was called by the Emperor himself, an event that had never occurred before. The Council decided to seek Soviet help in arranging a negotiated peace. On the day in June that Okinawa fell, the Emperor appointed Prince Konoye, his favorite cousin, to negotiate with the Soviets. However, Soviet Foreign Minister Molotov was too busy preparing for the July Potsdam Conference to meet with Konoye. US leaders were aware of Japan's intention to seek a negotiated end of the war, since messages were monitored by US intelligence agents who wrote about these negotiations in their diaries.
Time for a Decision
In Alamogordo, New Mexico, on July 16, 1945, the US began the Nuclear Age by exploding the first atomic bomb. Not long after its mushroom-shaped cloud rose over the New Mexico desert, President Truman faced an agonizing decision. Should he demand an unconditional surrender, making no specific reference to the nature of the atomic bomb, and use it on a military/civilian target if the Japanese refused to surrender without conditions? Or should he drop a demonstration bomb on some sparsely inhabited area and press for a negotiated surrender?
